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Abstract
The structure of the family is constantly changing. Cherlin and Furstenberg (1983) predicted that by the
year 2000, families of remarriages will be one of the types of families that dominate the personal lives of
most Americans. A "remarried family" involves a married couple with the husband, the wife, or both in a
second or subsequent marriage. Children under 18 in the home who were born before the remarriage
occurred are considered stepchildren in the constituted stepfamily (Glick, 1988). Glick also reported that
stepfamilies currently represent 17.4% of households with children under age 18 (Sims & Crosbie-Burnett,
1989).
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The structure of the family is constantly
changing.

Cherlin and Furstenberg (1983)

predicted that by the year 2000, families of
remarriages will be one of the types of families
that dominate the personal lives of most
Americans.

A "remarried family" involves a

married couple with the husband, the wife, or both
in a second or subsequent marriage. Children under
18 in the home who were born before the remarriage
occurred are considered stepchildren in the
constituted stepfamily (Glick, 1988).

Glick also

reported that stepfamilies currently represent
17.4% of households with children under age 18
(Sims

&

Crosbie-Burnett, 1989).

Visher and Visher (1982) noted that because
of the complicated nature of stepfamilies,
numerous challenges and questions arise.

Research

concerning problems of children in stepfamilies
are mixed (Skeen, Covi

Robinson, 1985).

&

Self-esteem of children in stepfamilies is one
area that has been investigated.

Some studies

find that self-esteem is lower in children of
stepfamilies while others find self-concepts not
significantly different from those of intact
families ( Nunn, Parish

&

Worthing, 1983; Parish
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&

Philip, 1982) . However, Manning a.nd Wootten

(1987) contended that there is ample evidence that
the increase in stepfamilies is an accelerating
trend which will make increasing demands on school
children and professional personnel.
In the event of remarriage a transition
period

occurs and the stepchild is affected by

feelings of loss, stress, different expectations
and difficult adjustments.

The school sometimes

intensifies these feelings promoting a lowered
self-esteem of the stepchild.

The purpose of this

paper is to examine the role of the school
counselor working with stepchildren to help them
deal with the transition period of remarriage.
Research will be presented on what capacity school
counselors can also work with school personnel and
stepparents.
Stepfamily Transition Period
Loss and Adjustment
The average time between divorce and
remarriage is less than three years
(Crosbie-Burnett, 1989).
Philip (1982)

Studies by Parish and

suggested the greatest impact of the

events of divorce and remarriage is usually within
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the first two to five years after their
occurrence.

In many cases the remarriage occurs

before the child has had sufficient time to adjust
to the loss of the original family member.

This

leads to family members experiencing unresolved
emotional issues including feelings of grief,
guilt, or hostility toward the absent family
member.

Counselors can help family members,

expecially children, mourn the loss of the initial
family and help in the formation of the new one
(Skeen,

Covi

&

Robinson, 1985).

The school counselor is in position to help
stepfamilies become aware of the probable phases
the stepfamily goes through during the transition
period.

The problems stepfamilies experience

sometimes lessen after the first few years.

A

developmental stage theory that conceptualizes
three st~ges in stepfamily life would be described
as (1)

recovery from loss and entering the new

relationship,

(2)

conceputualization and planning

of the new marriage, and (3)

reconstitution of

the family (Random, Schlesinger
in Manning

&

&

Derdeyn, cited

Wootten, 1987).

Stepfamilies represent one of a multitude of
family types sharing many common concerns as well
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as unique issues.

Two family cultures are brought

together by remarriage to create new family
rituals and traditions.

Crosbie-Burnett (1989)

reported that family role flexibility is a very
crucial factor in the stepfamily's adjustment.
Role clarification in a stepfamily is also very
important.

Capaldi and McRae (1979) stated:

All family members bring to the
steprelationship their own individual
perceptions of their role in the blended
family and their individual perceptions of
the roles of other members.

Frequently,

these role perceptions are not verbalized and
shared.

Each assumes the other members all

think along the same lines (p. 51).
Counselors can be an important resource to
stepparents and stepchildren in the development of
effective communication skills.

Often when there

are adjustment problems family members attribute
this to their failure as individuals.
The divorce rate for remarriages is 44%
(Farmer, cited in Manning

&

Wootten, 1987),

indicating the marriage-divorce-remarriage cycle
may continue.

According to Cherlin and

Furstenberg (1983) many couples and their children
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adjust successfully to their remarriage and, when
asked, consider their new marriage to be a big
improvement over their previous one.
Expectations
The various "step" labels carry negative
asociations from history, mythology, and
children's literature.

Although stepfamily

relationships are different from primary family
relationships, the chances for success are not as
bleak as they were in Cinderella's case (Skeen,
Covi

&

Robinson, 1985).

Media also supports the stepfamily myths in
several ways.

Coleman and Ganong (1985) added:

Television shows such as "The Brady Bunch"
and "Eight is Enough" present unrealistic
stepfamily models.

Stepfamily members

watching these programs may feel they are
failures if they are not as idyllically
happy as are members of the television
families because marriage makes people
significantly happier (p. 119).
Counselors need to be aware of their beliefs and
expectations when working with stepfamilies to be
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able to

help them view their situations more

realistically and solve their problems more
effectively.
Stess
Remarriage is a stressor event and stress
associated with this family transition is expected
and considered normal (Crosbie-Burnett, 1989).
Stanton (1986) cited

interpersonal stress as the

major problem in all steprelationships and it is
manifested in parent-child, sibling, and marital
relationships as well as relationships among
extended family members.
exacerbated.

Money-related stress is

Family needs including space, time,

and affection are redistributed to more family
members.

Changes in children's ordinal position

in the family,

.power and authority issues, and

different phases of family members' life cycles
are also ·major causes of st~ess identified in
stepfamilies (Stanton, 1986).
Skeen, Covi and Robinson (1985) reported that
on questionnaires completed by stepchildren, it
was revealed that households involving
steprelations were characterized by more stress,
more ambivalence, and lower cohesiveness than were
non-stepfamily households.

Knaub, Hanna and
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Stinnett (1984) reported in their study of
stepfamilies that there were certainly
difficulties but their scores on family strength,
marital satisfaction, and perceptions of family
adjustment measures were high.

The age of

children at the time of remarriage is found to be
an important factor.

Clinical research supports

that very young or grown-up children accept
stepparents more readily and have fewer problems
than adolescents, since this age child is more
wary of any new relationship (Manning

&

Wootten,

198 7) .
Healthy stepfamily development requires
responding to the challenges of remarriage.
School counselors can help these families by
preventing or reducing some of this stress.

This

is done by working with school personnel,
steppare~ts and the stepchildren.

The School Counselor's Role
School Personnel
School is. a major force in a child's
socialization and many times reinforces the
conflict and hurt in stepfamilies and contributes
to its members feeling different (Skeen, Covi

&

8

Manning and Wooten (1987)

Robinson, 1985).

suggested that even well-intentioned school
personnel may not know where to begin in making
school life more responsive to the needs of
stepfamilies.

Stepparents and non-custodial

parents often both want to be involved in their
children's school life.

Communication is one area

that needs to improve between schools and
stepfamilies.

Another area is to revise forms to

allow people to indicate remarried status and
residence of all children in the stepfamily system
(Crosbie-Burnett

&

Skyles, 1989).

Schools also

need to eliminate stigmatization of stepfamilies.
It is apparent that schools sometimes have
difficulty in accommodating different lifestyles
even when the old stereotypes no longer fit
(Manning

&

Wootten, 1987).

Counselors can work with all school personnel
in making them sensitive to the stress children
and their parents experience as part of the
marriage-divorce-remarriage cycle.

One way to do

this is to provide inservice training to the staff
on this topic.

Manning and Wootten (1987) also

suggested including information about stepfamilies
within the school curriculum for the benefit of
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all children.

Gutterman, Geva and Gefen (1988)

reported from their study that negative
stereotypes of a "child of divorce" were present
in both teachers and students and had an adverse
effect on evaluations of that child's academic,
emotional, and social functioning.

Another study

of teachers rating behavior of children in
stepfamilies found they had more conduct problems:
negativism, aggression, and socialized
delinquency, bad companions and cooperative
stealing (Touliatos
Covi,

&

&

Lindholm cited in Skeen,

Robinson, 1985).

Counselors can help staff examine their
attitudes about children coming from
nontraditional families.

However, it is vitally

important that the counselor portray a warm,
accepting, matter-of-fact attitude towards all
family s~tuations (Crosbie-Burnett
1990).

&

Pulvino,

Skeen, Robinson and Flake-Hobson (1984)

suggested:
a) avoid expecting children to manifest
certain kinds of problems simply because
they are members of blended families,
b) examining personal feelings and values
about blended families, and c) take into
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consideration that blended families must
deal with issues that do not come up in
natural families but these experiences
can help members grow and benefit (p. 70).
Teachers need to know which students come from
stepfamilies not to stigmatize but to enable them
to be aware of specific issues that could come up.
Especially in the transition stage of remarriage
the stepchild may need special or individual
attention.

Counselors can help teachers identify

and use resources available for these children.
The school counselor would be a primary resource
to use with stepchildren experiencing difficulty
or needing support.
Stepchildren
Farwell (cited in Crosbie-Burnett

&

Pulvino,

1990) discussed the counselor's role working with
nontraditional families as the primary processes
of counseling, teaching, and group work, and the
three secondary processes of consultation, program
development, and evaluation.

The primary

processes are characterized by being involved in
direct client intervention.

Crosbie-Burnett and

Skyles (1989) found that school counselors had
more contact with stepchildren than with children
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from intact, nuclear families or single-parent
families.

Counselors can use books, puppets,

drama, and other techniques in working with
individual children and groups of children in the
school setting (Skeen, Covi

&

Robinson, 1985).

Another successful intervention that
counselors can use is to implement a
nontraditional family unit in the classroom
guidance program.

Crosbie-Burnett and Pulvino

(1990) stated the purpose of this program would be
to:
a)

educate students about the two most

prominent emerging family types, b) promote
positive attitudes toward nontraditional
families, c) to teach decision-making and
coping skills related to family issues, and
d) to show students that their counselors and
teacpers understand what children in
stepparent households experience (p. 286)
This intervention would also enable classroom
teachers to become involved so counselors can
provide a model for teachers, help them understand
children from nontraditional families better, and
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help teachers devise means for integrating ideas
presented in the program into other curricula
(Crosbie-Burnett

&

Pulvino, 1990).

Another intervention counselors can use to
help stepchildren would be to sponsor support
groups.

These groups would benefit children by

providing developmental assistance to individuals
faced with critical life situations such as
remarriage of one of their parents.

The goals of

a small group would be to clarify the child's
feelings about the family situation, help the
child understand that others are experiencing
similar feelings, help the child gain a realistic
picture of their situation, and assist the child
in learning new ways of coping with the feelings
assoiciated with their situation (Wilkinson
Bleck, 1977).

&

These support groups would also

provide ?PPOrtunities for stepchildren to work
through their feelings.

The counselor can help

the child recognize and acceptably express
feelings and resolve conflict through the use of
curriculum activities such as writing experience
stories about the child's family and reading books
about alternate family styles.

Other activities

to incorporate include painting, flannel board,
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clay, drawing pictures, dramatic play, doll play,
free play, woodworking, music, and movement
(Skeen, Robinson

&

Flake-Hobson, 1984).

The school counselor can also implement many
of the techniques applicable to the group setting
in the individual setting.

Another method is the

use of assigned readings, or bibliotherapy, which
is especially useful in educational and preventive
programs for stepfamilies (Coleman
1990).

&

Ganong,

Mcinnis (1982) stated that bibliotherapy

uses fiction that portrays children in a situation
similar to that which the child is experiencing
and the story and characters are discussed by the
counselor and child in the process of finding
solutions to problems.

Bibliotherapy appears to

be most effective with children who are in the
habit of reading, who have above-average
intellectual ability and who are suffering from
relatively mild to moderate emotional reactions to
living in a stepfamily (Mcinnis, 1982).

Coleman

and Ganong (1990) cited the major goals of
bibliotherapy as conveying information including
new facts and different ways of approaching
problems, alternative ways of thinking about
problems, gaining insight or self-understanding,
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and to stimulate discussion.

Books chosen for

this purpose need to have situations similar to
the client's problems and feelings.

The counselor

must also be careful not to confuse insight gained
through reading with the actual working through
and coping behavior required before a problem is
solved.
Another caution in using bibliotherapy is to
not use books which portray stereotypical
situations such as a lecherous stepparent,
alcoholism, physical and psychological abuse, and
neglect.

Coleman, Marshall and Ganong,

(1986)

conducted an extensive search and included in
their research a bibliography for appropriate
fiction that provides children with positive
, models to help them handle situations.
Stepfamilies
The.school counselor can also suggest
bibliotherapy with the parents in stepfamily
situations.

Good fiction provides models to help

readers handle situations they may encounter and
good non-fiction provides readers with concrete
advice and suggestions to help them better handle
situations (Coleman

&

Ganong, 1990).

The school

counselor may have a parent library or a reference
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list available for parents to help facilitate the
adjustment to stepfamily life during and after the
transition period.
For counselors in school settings, the
establishment of a parent education program for
stepfamilies can be very effective (Skeen, Covi
Robinson, 1985).

&

These programs provide a

multitude of information to the parents such as
the development of effective communication skills,
help with discipline problems, and encouragement
and support the stepparents need during the
transition stage of the remarriage.

The counselor

may also establish support groups in which
stepparents can share their problems and
solutions.
Counselors in the schools also need to be
aware of family therapists or outside agencies who
provide ~amily counseling.

Referrals for

stepfamilies can be made when neccessary.

The

school counselor can work with this counselor when
appropriate to provide helpful information based
on their interaction and observation of the child
(Skeen, Robinson

&

Flake-Hobson, 1984).

Knowledge

of the outside agency from previous experience,
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former clients, or personal visits by the school
counselor would be helpful and beneficial to
maintain professional validity.
Conclusion
A classroom today that does not contain a
stepchild would be a novelty (Coleman, Marshall
Ganong, 1986).

&

The increasing number of

remarriages in our society affects the children of
these families and how they perform in school.
Krot (1983) stated that the public school is a
logical place to work with these children because
they spend a large portion of time there.

School

is primarily a place to learn academic subjects
but educators are becoming more aware of barriers
to learning.

One barrier can be family transition

resulting from the formation of a stepfamily.
This stage can be especially stressful because of
the complexity of the issues stepfamilies are
dealing with.
Skeen, Covi and Robinson (1985) stated that
there is a need for more understanding of the
problems faced by stepfamilies and the provision
of support and encouragement to the members.
Helping professionals such as educators and
counselors, typically are not adequately trained
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in understanding stepfamilies because training
programs seldom include course work on stepfamily
dynamics, even though stepfamily members often
make up a sizable portion of a counselor's
practice {Coleman

&

Ganong, 1990).

Many interventions used with school
personnel, stepchildren, and the stepparents have
been implemented and found successful to help
stepfamilies.

The school counselor is in the

position to provide in-service to staff and
incorporate information on stepfamilies in the
school curriculum.

Support for stepchildren and

stepparents is given by sponsoring support groups
and using bibliotherarpy.

Although the transition

stage is not always an easy one, it is possible
for most stepfamilies to manage their lives with
reasonable success {Schulman, cited in Skeen, Covi
&

Robins~n, 1985).
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